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Abstract   
This project focuses on female suicide bombers within the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam. The 
question why female suicide bombers were common within the LTTE is examined. Moreover, the 
project deals with the push and pull factors that motivated women’s involvement as suicide bombers. 
This is established by the use of secondary data such as books and scientific articles consisting of inter 
alia, interviews with female Tamil suicide bombers. Within the project a clear structure is used to 
distinguish the strategic, personal and social reasons of female suicide bombing. The ‘’rational choice 
theory’’ and Durkheim’s ‘’group solidarity theory’’ are used to explain these reasons within the LTTE 
context. A case study is conducted, connecting and introducing these three reasons to the famous 
suicide attack on Rajiv Ghandi carried out by Dhanu, the first female suicide bomber of the LTTE. At 
the end, a comparison is made with the Palestine female suicide bombers to get a broader picture. Our 
findings show that there are a variety of personal reasons like nationalist fervour and personal 
suffering, and social reasons like group solidarity that motivated women’s involvement. In addition, 
we found several strategic reasons for the use of female suicide bombers by terrorist organisations like 
the LTTE.  
Introduction  
Women have participated in political violence for many years. However, today, women are taking a 
leading role in conflicts by becoming suicide bombers and using their “bodies as a weapon” (Bloom, 
2007). In many parts of the world, there have been women carrying out suicide attacks over the last 
few decades (Merkel, 2011). These suicide attacks occurred mostly in Sri Lanka, Israel/Palestine and 
Russia/Chechnya. One of the groups that gave women military training to become female fighters and 
that pioneered the use of women in suicide attracts is the Sri Lankan guerrilla group, The Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam or the LTTE. In their struggle for an independent land for Tamil people, many 
female Tamil joined the organisation. One of their most famous suicide attacks conducted by a woman 
was the assassination of ex-prime minister of India, Rajiv Gandhi.     
 While political violence and suicide bombing is mostly associated by masculine identities, 
these female suicide bombers fight gender norms. This means that hereby the stereotype of aggressive 
men and passive women is disrupted, because of women being combatants as man in wars of 
liberation (Alison, 2004). Although the stereotypical suicide bomber is male, a considerable part of the 
suicide bomber population is female. We felt it was worth examining why the stereotypical view does 
not always reflect reality or indeed why these women commit such drastic actions in what is, 
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traditionally a masculine field.           
 The women who choose to participate in the LTTE must have different motivations. Not only 
could many women have been motivated by nationalism, the Tamils have been marginalized and 
persecuted for decades. Are these women proponents of gender equality in the society? Sri Lanka is 
not historically a stable region, surely these women must have experienced personal trauma at some 
point. It is important to ask what the LTTE, and groups like it, gain by using female suicide bombers, 
is it simply a question of manpower or are there other strategic benefits?     
Problem Area  
As mentioned above, women who are willing to give up their lives as suicide bombers are viewed by 
most of us as rather striking. It contradicts the gender norm, indeed war and aggressiveness are 
associated with men, while passivism is associated with women. Hence, the main focus of this project 
is on the factors that motivated these LTTE women in their armed struggle for an independent 
homeland for Tamils. Therefore, the research question used in this project is:  
Why were female suicide bombers common among the LTTE and what were the pull and push factors 
that motivated these women to participate?  
To help us answer this question we have devised the following sub-questions: 
What are the strategic reasons for the use of female suicide terrorist and what social and personal 
factors play a role in women becoming suicide terrorist? 
Why is Dhanu exemplary of the female suicide bombers of the LTTE? 
How does approaching female suicide bombers in a different community, like the Palestinians, help us 
understand the concept in a more global perspective? 
Motivation 
At the beginning of our project we discussed the then-recent Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack and the 
role of terrorism and suicide attacks in the world today. We were all interested in the reason why 
people are willing to give up their lives by carrying out a suicide attack, as well as the reasons why 
terrorist organisations use suicide bombers. Today, the media writes about female suicide terrorists 
differently than about male suicide terrorists and in many societies there is a stereotype that suicide 
bombers are male rather than women. Here, terrorism is connected to gender and our main goal was to 
find a topic for our project that was related to both terrorism and gender, because most scholars 
foremost focus on male terrorists. Therefore, we decided to write about female suicide terrorism. We 
wanted to examine the different motivations of women to participate in terrorist attacks and to 
investigate whether women are motivated differently than men. We choose to focus on the LTTE, 
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because we wanted to limit our research to a certain group. Moreover, because of the fact that the 
LTTE is considered to be an inactive group nowadays, it is more possible to examine the whole 
impact of the organisation.  
Methods 
Philosophy of social science  
As outlined below, we felt it best to examine the subject more closely before deciding on the 
specifics of the theoretical framework. Indeed, the theories relevant to the topic we had 
chosen to examine were so numerous that it felt relevant to first, examine the reality in order 
to then, be able to choose the theories that could help us understanding that reality that, so far, 
we had just been acknowledging (Juul & Pedersen, 2012). We have tried to choose theories 
that complement each other, and help is gain a deeper understanding of the subject, but 
decided against forming a unified theoretical framework, as we had noted that some scholars 
had had some difficulty when analyzing this subject. 
Structure of the project  
Within this project a structural framework is applied for the analysis focusing on the different 
reasons of suicide bombing, namely the strategic, the personal, and the sociological reasons. 
The strategic reasons concern the question why a terrorist organisation would use a female 
suicide bomber, whereas the personal reasons are about the individual motivations of the 
women to join the LTTE and whether these motivations are different from those of men. 
Lastly, the social reasons regard the social influences that push people to join the LTTE. 
Before the analysis of the three ‘reasons’ a case study is described. Within this case study the 
three reasons are introduced and explained how they fit into this specific case. After the 
analysis of the three reasons a comparison is made with Palestine suicide bombers and LTTE 
suicide bombers to give a more global perspective.  
Data and research methods 
Most of our analysis is based on second hand sources and analyses. This means that we used 
many articles and books written by scholars. Moreover, we used some articles that are based 
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on interviews of Tamil Women, and statistics
1
 about the LTTE to provide us a more detailed 
overview. The use of secondary literature is mostly due to the subject being historical in 
nature and centering on a population, language and geographical area that makes original first 
hand research difficult. Before we decided to focus on the LTTE, we sought out literature 
concerning female suicide bombers in general, although most of these were not used in the 
final project. Since their relevance to the LTTE was tenuous at best, they provided us with a 
broad overview of the problem area of “suicide bombing”. Nonetheless, they did help clue us 
in on which direction we could take our analysis and which theories we could use. 
Furthermore, these general sources helped provide a ‘canvas’ of sorts that provided us with an 
idea of the general academic consensus when it comes to suicide bombing. This helped us 
distinguish the women of the LTTE from the perceived norm of the suicide bombers.  
 We are aware of the limitation of only using secondary data. It would suit the project 
to have first-hand literature, for example original interviews with female suicide bombers of 
the LTTE. Nevertheless, as mentioned before, secondary data consisting of interviews with 
Tamil Tigers is used within the project. Moreover, we are conscious of the language barrier; 
we were not able to read the Sinhala or Tamil language. Therefore, some literature was 
inaccessible to us. However, one of the strengths of the project is that the LTTE is inactive 
today, as borders the problem area, making it clearer and more accessible.    
 We excised document analysis techniques to pick relevant texts and gleam the relevant 
information from them. We remained critical of the legitimacy of the sources we used, which 
we found especially appropriate given the volatile nature of the subject, like making note if 
the material was made with the approval or cooperation of the LTTE.  From the start of the 
project, we wanted to use a feminist framework but we were open to other approaches as well. 
First of all, we wanted to examine the different reasons of suicide bombing and by that 
understand these ‘reasons’ better, before framing our analysis within a unified theoretical 
framework. By doing this, we felt this would provide us a more balanced view of the subject. 
This is partially based on observations made in our literature detailing the problems feminist 
scholars had trying to explaining the presence of female suicide terrorists (O’Rourke, 2009). 
Although that is not to say there are not some theories we prioritized over others, given our 
focus on the ‘choice of becoming a suicide bomber’, we decided to use rational choice theory 
and group solidarity theory, as the former seemed appropriate since much the material 
indicated that the women who became suicide bombers saw this as being perfectly sensible, 
                                                 
1
 Often from the CIA 
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and the latter because it dealt with suicide and self-sacrifice on a social. Furthermore, since 
we focus on gender and gender roles it seemed natural for our project to draw on feminist 
literature and theories.         
 We decided to focus on suicide bombers, as opposed to ordinary female terrorists is 
because taking part in a suicide attack is far more extreme action, so to speak, and just 
focusing on the female members of the LTTE would probably be a bit too broad. 
Key Concepts & Terms 
In the following section we will analyze the keywords used in our project. The first definitions are 
taken from the Oxford Dictionary, the Cambridge Dictionary and the Encyclopedia Britannica; 
afterwards we define them within the context of our project and explore the history of the terms.  
Terrorism 
‘The unofficial or unauthorized use of violence and intimidation in the pursuit of political 
aims’’ (Oxford Dictionary, 2015).     
 
Terrorism is with no doubt the most publicized form of political violence; it has been 
addressed in an outstanding number of books, articles, novels, plays, movies etc.  The term 
terrorism is by far in a way much older than the modern understanding of the word and 
terrorism as a doctrine has been used through all of military history. For example, during the 
Roman Empire, the violent demonstrations of power were ordinary and would now be 
designed as terrorist acts- such as the massive suppression of Spartacus’ followers after the 
Servile War, where the surviving rebels have been crucified by the Romans (Martin, 2011). 
The term ‘terrorism’ is actually relatively recent. It appeared right after the ‘Reign of Terror’: 
June 1793 to July 1794 in France. It was used by the Jacobins to refer to themselves in a 
positive way. The Jacobins were representatives of the “Tiers Etat”2; they were partisans of 
popular sovereignty and the “unity” of the French Republic. Their policy is often assimilated 
to the “Régime de la Terreur” 3  where a considerable amount of their opponents got 
decapitated. Despite the fact that it is the first system designed as terrorist the ‘Reign of 
Terror’ is a good example of state terrorism, used in order to implement a revolutionary 
                                                 
2
 Not aristocrats and not clergy members 
3
 ”Terror Regime” or “Reign of Terror” 
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ideology. During this period, thousands enemies-or supposed enemies to the dictatorship were 
arrested, sued and eventually beheaded by the guillotine (Laqueur, 2001). Many more died of 
starvation or disease in prisons. It was officially explained for the first time in the 1798 
supplement of the Dictionnaire of the Académie Française as a ‘system, régime de la terreur’. 
The term then quickly reached Britain and was already pointed as a system of terror. A 
terrorist was anyone trying to impose his ideas through a system of coercive intimidation 
(Bjørgo, 2005).          
 No definition can adequately cover all the forms of terrorism has taken throughout 
history and that is why theoretically dealing with terrorism is dealing with tens of different 
definitions. Because it is extremely difficult to precisely define what terrorism is, let us start 
by stating what terrorism is not. Terrorism is not an ideology, unlike for example Marxism, 
because it is used by people from very different political convictions. Terrorism is not a 
technique either, because those using it to achieve their goals share a basic common believes 
(they can be from a right wing, a left wing or nationalists for example, somehow their mental 
makeup is quite similar). Eventually, terrorism is not a subspecies of guerilla warfare; the 
difference is not semantic but a matter of quality. Terror took place in almost every peasant 
war, general war, civil war, and war for national liberation but in most of these cases, 
terrorism was just one of the stratagems used and not the main one. In this project we are only 
concerned about movements that have systematically used terrorism as their main weapon.
 Another significant factor in the terrorism debate is the matter of perspective, indeed, 
“one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter”. In other words, depending on 
which side you decide to take, political violence can be considered either as “act of 
unmitigated terrorist barbarity or as freedom fighting and national liberation” (Martin, 2011). 
 These last two statements “not one definition but many trying to cover all the different 
forms of terrorism’ and ‘a terrorist act is mainly a matter of perspective” might seem like 
clichés, but governments need to theoretically define what terrorism is. Indeed, “their 
antiterrorist policy calculations must be based on criteria that determine whether a violent 
incident is an act of terrorism” (Martin, 2011:8). Not only governments, also terrorism experts 
and scholars agree on the following meaning of the term: “terrorism is a set of methods or 
strategies of combat rather than an identifiable ideology or movement, and that terrorism 
involves premeditated use of violence against non-combatants in order to achieve a 
psychological effect of fear on others than the immediate targets” (Bjørgo, 
2005:2). Therefore, in this project we use the word terrorism to describe the activities of the 
LTTE, viewed as a terrorist organisation by 31 countries. This organisation does not respect 
Page 10 of 44 
human rights and uses the violence as a medium to obtain its objectives. The FBI has 
described the LTTE as being “among the most dangerous and deadly extremist outfits in the 
world” (FBI, 2008). Moreover, the LTTE as a proscribed terrorist group is based on 
allegations that LTTE does not adhere to the standards of conduct expected of a resistance 
movement or what might be called “freedom fighters” (Ganguly, 2006). 
Suicide bombing 
“A person who has a bomb hidden on his or her body and who kills himself or herself in the 
attempt to kill others.” (Cambridge Dictionaries Online, 2015)  
 
A suicide attack is a violent attack in which the attacker intends to kill others or cause great 
destruction and expects to die in the process. Between 1981 and 2006, 1200 suicide attacks 
occurred around the world, constituting 4% of all terrorist attacks, but 32%, of all terrorism-
related deaths. 90% of these attacks occurred in Iraq, Israel, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the 
Palestinian territories or indeed, Sri Lanka (Hassan, 2009).      
 Suicide terrorism is greatly different from non-suicide terrorism. Suicide terrorist 
movements of our times share common features, namely that they are usually weaker than 
their opponents, they are entirely devoted to their leaders, they are independent actors but may 
get some sort of help from states, as it happened between the LTTE in Sri Lanka and India, 
and eventually their political goals are backed by a national community (Pape, 2006). Thus, 
according to Pape (2006:9), the general concept of suicide terrorism is ‘the use of violence by 
an organisation other than a national government to intimidate or frighten a target audience’. 
The shared goals of these movements are mainly gaining supporters and coercing opponents, 
but scholars have divided terrorism into 3 types depending on their implicit aim: 
demonstrative terrorism, destructive terrorism, and suicide terrorism. They have deemed 
suicide terrorism as the most dangerous type of terrorism, because members of these 
movements do not attack only the target audience, but also neutral public as well. Besides, the 
fact that the attacker knows that he/she will not survive the mission makes it more threatening 
than the two other forms of terrorism, because the suicide terrorist will not hesitate in taking 
all the risks possible in order to make the attack the most successful (Pape, 2006). 
 Although suicide attacks have been prevalent throughout military history, they first 
truly came into wide spread use after the invention of gunpowder, as this technology made the 
method far more “cost effective” so to speak. Although its exact origin of the term “suicide 
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bombing” is unknown, it can be traced back to sometime in the early 1940’s, where it was 
doubtlessly used to describe the kamikaze planes used by the Japanese empire or the radio-
controlled V1 rockets used by Germans. After the Second World War as martial practices and 
the international society changed and delivery and targeting systems became more advanced, 
suicide attacks became less and less common among as an acceptable practice among national 
armies, and became the domain of insurgencies, militias and terrorist organisations. One of 
the earliest examples of modern suicide terrorism was carried out by the Islamic Jihad 
Organisation during the Lebanese Civil War (Atran, 2006). The term “suicide bombing” has 
itself become contentious as many politicians and academics feel it focuses too much on the 
death of the attacker and not on the victims, as such terms like “homicide bombing” 
(Fleischer, 2002) or “genocide bombing” (Washington Times, 2002) have been suggested but 
neither have caught on with the general public. Interestingly enough, most armed forces 
including many terrorist organisations, that use suicide attackers stray away from the term, 
instead using terms like “special attack force” or “martyr operation” (Whitehead & Abufarha, 
2002). We find terms like homicide bombing and genocide bombing to be inadequate as they 
are politically charged and fail to capture the most distinctive feature of the bombings. 
Furthermore descriptions like “martyr operation” are both loaded and needlessly vague as 
such we have decided to refer to these operations as suicide bombings. Until the 9/11 attacks, 
suicide bombing missions remained a very innovative technique only used by a limited 
number of terrorists in a restricted number of attacks. After the use of suicide bombing by Al 
Qaeda and its networks and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq
4
, it became a regular tool in 
the toolkit of terrorist movements (Horowitz, 2010).     
 Within this project, the concept of suicide bombing is tackled as a form of terrorism. 
The goal of the following section is not to say everything that has to be said about terrorism, 
but to state a few elements that are vital to understand how we approached our project and 
thus how we analyzed the process of suicide bombing within the female Tamil Tigers. In this 
project we focus on female suicide bombers that use this terrorist tactic to achieve their goals. 
 The LTTE has conducted approximately two hundred suicide attacks (O’Rourke, 
2009). According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies the LTTE invented the 
suicide belt. It also pioneered the use of women in suicide attacks (FBI, 2008). Compared to 
male suicide bombers, these women are more lethal and they can be seen as an effective 
weapon of destruction, as they are able to use their feminine features to camouflage the 
                                                 
4
 2001 and 2003 respectively 
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explosives. The amount of casualties caused by women suicide bombers has a higher success 
rate than the number of deaths provoked by their male counterparts (O’Rourke, 2009). 
Asymmetrical warfare 
‘’Warfare involving surprise attacks by small, simply armed groups on a nation armed with 
modern high-tech weaponry” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2011). 
 
Unconventional strategies and tactics adopted by a force when the military capabilities of 
belligerent powers are not simply unequal, but are so significantly different that they cannot 
make the same sorts of attacks on each other. Terrorist tactics, such as suicide bombings, are 
also considered to be asymmetrical, both because they tend to involve a smaller, weaker 
group attacking a stronger one and also because attacks on civilians are by definition one-way 
warfare (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2015).  
Gender 
The gender is the construction of the individual’s societal role and identity based on its 
biological sex. Gender norms thus describe the accepted modes of behavior for the different 
genders. There are some activities that we would expect men to do, not women. One of these 
is to be a suicide bomber, but as seen in this project there are more women suicide bombers 
than one would think. For this reason women suicide bombers of the LTTE change the 
traditional ideas about gender norms. 
History of The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam  
The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam also known as the Tamil Tigers, was a militant 
guerrilla group in Sri Lanka. The Tamils were oppressed by the Sri Lankan majority group, 
the Sinhalese (Bhattacharji, 2009). Therefore, the group fought for an independent homeland, 
an Eelam for ethnic Tamils. For three decades, the group carried out many attacks. The LTTE 
asked each Tamil family to contribute with, at least one family member to the organisation 
(Alison, 2003). If the children refused to participate in the LTTE, they were conscripted, 
taken from homes or school or just pick up from the street (Reuter, 2004). More than 70,000 
people died in the fight for an independent homeland (Pape, 2009). The group is described as 
terrorists group by more than 30 countries including India, Malaysia, USA, Australia, and 
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various European countries. (Institute for Conflict Management, 2001). They carried out 
several attacks against several high-ranking Sri Lankan and Indian politicians. In one of their 
most famous attacks, the LTTE succeeded in assassinating Rajiv Gandhi, the former Indian 
Prime Minister (Joshi, 1996). The group invented the suicide belt and pioneered the use of 
women in suicide attacks. In May 2009, the leader of the LTTE, Vellupillai Prabhakaran was 
killed by the Sri Lankan military. After this, the Sri Lankan government declared that the 
LTTE was defeated (Bhattacharji, 2009). The LTTE was an atheist organisation and the 
members are primarily Hindus
5
 and therefore believe in the reincarnation of the soul (Institute 
of Peace and Conflict Studies, 2000).  
Inter-ethnic conflict and formation of the LTTE  
One of the underlying reasons of the formation of the LTTE was the historical inter-ethnic 
discrepancy between the majority Buddhist Sinhalese and the minority Hindu Tamil 
populations in Sri Lanka. About 74 percent of the population in Sri Lanka was Sinhalese, 
whereas only about 9 percent of the population is Tamil (Stack-O’Connor, 2007).   
 Around 1796, Britain began to take over Sri Lanka and Britain ruled Sri Lanka until 
1948 (BBC, 2015). During the British rule, the Tamils were favoured by the British (Stack-
O’Connor, 2007). The government provided them education opportunities and administrative 
jobs. However, in 1948 Sri Lanka became independent and at that time some Sinhalese tried 
to avenge the injustice during the colonial time, by now discriminating the Tamils. They 
excluded the Tamils from governing Sri Lanka. The Tamils were, effectively forced out of 
government positions, they were excluded from educational opportunities, discriminated 
against economically and Tamils also had to face ethnic violence. In short, the government 
adopted racially discriminatory policies towards Tamils.      
 At first, Tamils resisted the state oppression through non-violent political struggle 
(Ann, 1993). By using the Gandhian principle of non-violence, the parliamentary leadership 
mobilized Tamils and organised mass national protests. Woman also participated in these 
protests and demonstrations in the 60’s. In February 1961, a nationwide campaign “The Civil 
Disobedience Campaign” started and lasted three months. Notwithstanding, the Sinhala 
government reacted with violence and armed forces were put in to stop the non-violent 
protests. Men and also women were beaten by the armed forces. Non-violent protests 
continued but gradually lost its significant because of poverty and national and social issues 
                                                 
5
 Demographically speaking, the Tamils are predominantly Hindu and Christian 
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(Ann, 1993).            
 The oppression by the state and the violence against the Tamils and the decline of 
relevance of the Parliamentary politics for the Tamils led from non-violent resistance to 
violent resistance and the formation of the LTTE. Tamils wanted their own “Tamil Eelam6”; 
their own independent state. With Prabhakaran taking the role as the leader, the LTTE was 
formed on the 5
th
 of May 1976.  
Structure of the organisation  
LTTE command structure was centralized and directed by the national leader Prabhakaran 
(Gunawardena, 2006). It had different operational wings and units. The organisation was 
divided in military wings, e.g. the ‘Black Tigers’, the ‘Sea Tigers’, the ‘Air Tigers’ and so on, 
women’s wings, intelligence wings and political wings. A central governing committee 
controlled and directed these wings and several subdivisions (Institute for Conflict 
Management, 2001). Prabhakaran had the leading role in this committee but he was assisted 
by Balasingham Nadesan his political advisor, and Pottu Amman, the intelligence chief 
(Institute for Conflict Management, 2001). 
Suicide terrorism: ‘The Black Tigers and Tigresses’  
The Tamil Tigers were notorious for their suicide bombings. They invented the suicide belt 
according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI, 2008).  The Tamil Tigers videotaped 
their suicide attacks and used the films for recruiting and training, whereas most suicide 
terrorist groups only make martyr videos (Pape, 2006). ‘The Black Tigers’ and ‘The Black 
Tigresses’ were a male and female wing of the LTTE. They were specially trained and 
selected for suicide attacks against military and civilian targets. Civilian targets included 
temples, ports, airports and assassinations of high-profile Indian and Sri Lankan dignitaries. 
However, they were not all suicide bombers, the “Black Tigers” were seen as general 
designation of all “suicide cadres” of the LTTE; they were willing to sacrifice their lives, and 
they saw it as a part of their mission towards an independent state of Tamil Eelam. As such 
they were sent on extraordinarily dangerous missions or so-called suicide missions, where the 
plan required that they gave their own lives (Gunawardena, 2006). The training and selection 
were there to make sure that the missions were completed successfully (Pape, 2006). Not 
every volunteer could become a “Black Tiger” or “Black Tigress”; there was a selection 
                                                 
6 Meaning ”Tamil Homeland” 
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process. Those who wanted to join wrote a letter to Prabhakaran. According to the LTTE, 
Prabakaran personally evaluated the applications, examining the applicant's particular skills, 
their motivations, family situations, and the kinds of missions he or she had been involved in 
(Parashar, 2014). The training was carried out in special training camps. In these camps they 
had physical exercises, arms training and political classes on daily basis. All the LTTE cadres 
carried a cyanide capsule to commit suicide rather than being caught. The Black Tigers and 
Tigresses had one simple motto: ‘’you die only once’’ (Pape, 2006:229). It was not just the 
rational choice of the Black Tigers to become a suicide bombers and “die-to-kill” 
(Gunawardena, 2006). There were many other factors that play a large role in the decision of 
becoming a suicide bomber. Social stigma, pressure from peers and the society and so on. 
 Most of the women joined the LTTE voluntarily. However, some evidence shows that 
some women were forced to join (Parashar, 2014). This is because some families preferred to 
send their girls rather than their boys when the LTTE asked them to send one of their children 
to join the movement. We will elaborate on the motivations of the LTTE suicide bombers and 
the sociological influences later on in the project.     
 Within the LTTE the highest goal was to be willing to give up your life for the 
common goal (Reuter, 2004). Being a suicide bomber is associated with great honour and 
respect within the organisation. In contrast, being caught by the enemy would damage your 
reputation and was therefore the greatest disgrace. Unlike many terrorist organisations, the 
LTTE is not religious motivated, but they use religious language and iconography when it 
suits them. For example Muslim suicide bombers are seen as martyrs after they die in their 
suicide attack, moreover, they often say before they commit the attack that they will soon be 
taking place in paradise, whereas the LTTE suicide bombers focus on having the privileged of 
being on the side of God’s chosen in for the first and last time at an evening feast (Reuter, 
2004). After they die the female and male suicide attackers are honoured. Their shrines are 
covered with scented candles, flowers and papier-mâché effigies (Reuter, 2004). Their bodies 
are sometimes even patched up and carried all the way to the funeral and the triumphal 
procession. It is not only the suicide bomber her- or himself that will obtain great honour and 
fame, the family of the suicide bomber receives this as well. The relatives celebrate the death 
of their loved one, instead of grieving of the loss. They celebrate the ‘heroism of a Black 
Tiger’ that accomplished his or her mission (Reuter, 2004).  
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Women in combat the LTTE  
In August 1984, a female wing was formed within the LTTE and started recruiting female 
cadres (Tamil Nation, 1990). In the beginning, the women cadres were, by and large, involved 
in political propaganda, logistics and supportive roles like cleaning, nursing, and cooking. 
However, in 1984, LTTE women were able to get military training and an organised unit was 
created. The role of the female cadres in the organisation changed; now some of them were in 
combat and viewed as “freedom fighters”. Most of the Tamil militant groups supported the 
female participation in the struggle for a Tamil homeland, and they made appeals for them to 
enroll in the organisation (Alison, 2004). Prabakaran was convinced that women had the 
potential to participate in military training and he wanted women to have the equal 
opportunity to fight for a homeland for the Tamils. Therefore, women were trained in military 
camps on a regular basis.         
 There are several underlying factors that contributed to the change in the LTTE policy 
to recruit women for the military force. At first, there was a need for more fighters, because of 
the loss of many men in combat and because of many the fact that many men had fled 
(Alison, 2004). Secondly, the organisation saw it as an ideological need to illustrate that that 
the LTTE was an all-encompassing social movement. Thirdly, the LTTE experienced 
pressure from young women who wanted to be a part of the fighting force.   
 The women wing of the LTTE consisted of two brigades: Malathi brigade and Sothiya 
brigade. The women within these wings participated in offensives or in administrative tasks. 
The fighting women were often referred to as “Freedom Birds”. This term was more a 
political and propaganda term of the LTTE than an instrument of promoting female 
emancipation. It has been established that around one third of the strength of the LTTE were 
women and that around 6,000 female cadres have been killed (Gunawardena, 2006). Within 
the LTTE, male and female cadres were separated. This helped to reduce gender tension and 
it was in content with the local cultural expectation of decent behaviour (Alison, 2004). 
Assassinations  
The list of the people assassinated by the LTTE contains heads of states and governments, 
ministers, members of the Sri Lankan parliament, senior military and police officers, activists, 
journalists, monks and civilians. The first suicide operation of the LTTE was on the 5
th
 of July 
1987 (Gunawardena, 2006). Captain Miller, a member of the LTTE drove a truck loaded with 
explosives into an army camp at a school in Neliliady (Asian Times, 2002). The most known 
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and notorious assassination of the LTTE was the assassination of the former Indian Prime 
Minister Rajiv Ghandi on May 21, 1991 (Joshi, 1996). We will elaborate on this in the case 
study. In May 2009, Prabakaran was killed by the Sri Lankan military. After this, the Sri 
Lankan government declared that the LTTE was defeated (Bhattacharji, 2009).   
  
Media coverage 
In 1986, when women began fighting in the Freedom Birds, the Sri Lankan government was 
detaining about 3.000 Tamil men. Women, on the other hand, were in relatively large supply, 
asking to join the militant groups, and generated less attention from security services (Stack-
O’Conner, 2007).         
 Another practical reason to include women consists of women’s value or female 
emancipation, a key factor in the intra-Tamil competition for legitimacy. During 1980s, there 
were around 20 Tamil insurgent groups, and many of them intended to be the sole 
representative of the Tamil society (Wang, 2011). The creation of the Freedom Birds came 
when the LTTE was battling both the GOSL
7
 and other Tamil groups to be the sole 
representative of Tamil Eelam. Including women in the fight and women’s issues showed that 
the group had a strong strategy (Stack-O’Connor, 2007).    
 Furthermore women played an important propaganda role. The creation of the 
Freedom Birds helped the LTTE gain attention. Media coverage of the LTTE female suicide 
attacks brought much more criticisms about human rights violations of the GOSL rather than 
their acts of violence (Wang, 2011). Their inclusion allowed the LTTE to argue that it was 
fully representative of the Tamil nation and more understanding than other Tamil forces. The 
group attracted more media attention by offering its female fighters up for interviews and 
contrasting their stories of abuse by the GOSL and later the IPKF
8
 with their empowerment 
by the LTTE.           
 According to Stack-O’Conner (2007), the LTTE has been extremely successful in this 
area. Media coverage of women in the LTTE was rarely critical of the group, and almost 
never critical of women even when reporting on suicide bombers. Indeed, it tends to focus 
more on the women as individuals or victims rather than on their acts of violence. The LTTE 
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 Government of Sri Lanka 
8
 Indian Peacekeeping Force 
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is one of the only militant groups to fully exploit media and public biases about women to its 
advantage (Stack-O’Connor, 2007).  
Case study: the famous Black Tigress Dhanu  
Outline of the assassination of Rajiv Ghandi  
Dhanu
9
, the code name of Thenmozhi 
Rajaratnam, is arguably the most 
famous Tamil suicide bomber (Pape, 
2006). On the 21th of May 1991, she 
hid explosives beneath her sari, giving 
the appearance of pregnancy. Her sari 
was green and orange, the colours of 
the Indian national flag, and at that time 
this were really popular colours to wear 
(Roberts, 2009). Here, we see that 
Dhanu used the local cultural 
expectations in how women dress up. By wearing a sari in popular colours, it was easier to 
blend up with the crowd and not to be observed as a potential suicide bomber by the people 
around her. She went to meet former Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, who was 
campaigning in Sriperumbudur for the upcoming parliamentary elections. Earlier on, in the 
former national election campaign, he had been criticized for being too reserved and isolated 
from the citizens. Therefore, during this campaign he had chosen to be closer to the people 
and spread his ideas directly to them (The Guardian, 2012). The crowd threw flowers and 
garlands to Rajiv Ghandi. After Dhanu presented a garland to him and respectfully kneeled in 
front of him, she detonated the explosives and killed Ghandi, herself and sixteen other people 
around them. Many others were wounded. The explosion had a lethal range of roughly a 
hundred feet. She was the first suicide attacker that used a suicide belt (Pape, 2006).  
 At that time, the Indian Peacekeeping Force had recently withdrawn. The LTTE 
wanted to assassinate Ghandi because they were afraid that if the Congress under Ghandi 
would win the elections, the new government would give the order to the Indian 
                                                 
9
 Meaning ”bow” in Tamil 
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Peacekeeping Force to return to Sri Lanka and suppress the revolt of the LTTE (Roberts, 
2010).  Therefore, the LTTE came up with the plan to assassinate Ghandi. They sent four 
assassins to the place where he would be campaigning and speak that day (Pape, 2006).  One 
of them was Dhanu, a cameraman who had to film the suicide attack and two others that had 
to make sure that Dhanu would be able to carry out the attack. As said before, she carried out 
the plan successfully and therefore, Dhanu became a symbol of LTTE and a heroine of the 
women in Sri Lanka’s Hindu Tamil minority. The story of Dhanu achieved mythic 
proportions. They perceived heroism of this woman, who committed suicide for her people 
and her faith, is used as an example to win over new recruits (Bloom, 2005). Gandhi, like 
many other men, was blinded by Dhanu’s gender, underestimating the lethality of a woman. 
 
Who was Dhanu? 
Dhanu was proportedly a good-looking 
woman in her late twenties from Jaffna, the 
principal town in the Tamil region of Sri 
Lanka. Her father, Rājaratnam, was part of a 
small group Pulip Padai (Tiger’s Army), a 
government clerk and an activist in the 
Federal Party of Sri Lanka (Roberts, 2010). 
He had inspired many young people 
including Vellupullai Prabhakaran, the leader 
of the LTTE in his younger years.   
Dhanu was an experienced fighter and 
belonged to the female unit of the LTTE suicide bombers, the ‘Black Tigeresses’. She had 
been a member of the LTTE since the mid 1980’s. By then, she had gone through the typical 
process of becoming a Black Tigress. (Pape, 2005). She had trained in a Tiger camp in the 
mid 1980’s at Dindigul in India (Roberts, 2010). Dhanu understood the consequences of her 
actions and worked hard to ensure that her mission would surely succeed (Pape, 2006).  She 
did not appear to have any mental illnesses like depression. During the weeks before the 
assassination, Dhanu did neither exhibited signs of depression nor personal trauma. Indeed, 
what we know about her activities suggests a person enjoying the good things of life: she 
went to the market, the beach, restaurants, cinemas and she bought dresses, jewelry, 
cosmetics, etc. (Pape, 2006).        
 Some authors claim that she was raped by the Indian troops and that 5 of her brothers 
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were killed too, therefore this personal trauma could have influenced her decision to become a 
Black Tigeress (Pape, 2006; O’Rourke, 2009). Therefore, they assume that Dhanu could be 
influenced by revenge and achieving status by carrying out the attack. According to the Hindu 
faith, once a woman is raped she cannot get married, nor have children (Bloom, 2005). It 
could be that becoming a suicide bomber and fighting for Tamil freedom was the only way to 
redeem herself. In fact, family members often encouraged rape victims to join the LTTE. 
According to Anna Cutter acting as a human bomb is an understood and accepted offering for 
women who will never be mothers (Pape, 2006). In fact, being a victim of rape destroys the 
prospects of marriage and excludes procreation as a means of contributing to the community. 
However, according to Bloom (2005) other sources claim that it was her mother that was 
raped by the Indian security services, rather than Dhanu herself. Because of that, she could 
have been motivated by revenge for the rape of her mother. Trying to uncover her personal 
history has proven increasingly difficult given a general lack of information about her life 
before joining the Tigers, and the very controlled narratives espoused by the LTTE.  
Analysis 
Strategic Reasons for using female suicide bombers 
According to a report issued by intelligence analysts from the United States Army, around 
15% of the suicide bombers within groups, which utilize females, were women. These women 
were responsible for 65% of assassinations, moreover 20% of women who committed a 
suicide attack did so with the purpose of assassinating a specific individual, compared to 4% 
of male attackers (Public Intelligence, 2007). As outlined above, suicide bombings, given 
their volatile nature, are predominantly used as a means of inspiring fear and unrest in the 
opposition. However, it is important to remember that they can be a very effective, if 
imprecise way for assassinating specific target. This difference of 16% stems from the social 
norms in the countries where the female suicide bombers come from.  
 O’Rourke (2009) posits that female suicide bombers are more effective than their male 
counterparts. Her criteria for effectiveness are quite simple; the closer an attack is to having 
zero fatalities, the more ineffective it is. According to the data that she has compiled and 
processed (see Table 1) female suicide bombers are measurably more lethal than their male 
counterparts.  
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Table 1 Average number of casualties per individual attack per group  
 Lebanese PKK LTTE Chechen Palestinian Total  
Female 2.3 2.3 12.1 20.9 3.4 8.4  
Male 3.3 1.4 10.4 13.3 4.0 5.3  
Percentage 70% 164% 116% 157% 85% 158%  
S: O’Rourke, 2009 p.689       
 
O’Rourke argues (2009) that the effectiveness of female suicide terrorists is ironically 
enough, derived from the specific social norms that regulate women’s behaviour in the society 
where the attacks take place. These social prejudices impact the effectiveness of female 
suicide terrorists or indeed female attackers in general in a number of ways. These norms will 
be examined later on in this section.       
 Firstly, women generate less suspicion and they are subject to more relaxed security 
measures. The decision to create the Freedom Birds, the LTTE’s women’s wing, a well-
organised and highly disciplined force, was made by Prabhakaran himself. Tactically, Tamil 
women could more easily travel throughout Sri Lanka than Tamil men. They were assumed to 
be non-threatening because of their inherent nature and social roles, that is to say subordinate 
to males. The fact that women had the ability to evade security and to move near to politicians 
was an advantage to the LTTE and essential to its suicide operations. They are also better able 
to conceal explosives; female suicide terrorists are usually found in societies where loose, 
full-body coverings are common among a woman, which makes it considerably easier for 
them to hide explosives attached to their bodies. According to a British report on the subject, 
a woman in traditional clothing could hide up to 12 pounds10 of explosives on her body 
(O’Rourke, 2009). Additionally, a frequently used strategy among female suicide terrorists is 
to disguise themselves as pregnant in order to smuggle a larger explosive device. There are 
several documented cases, including Tamil attackers, of female suicide terrorists feigning 
pregnancy in this way. Finally, the societies where female suicide attacks take place invasive 
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physical searches, are regarded as threatening to women’s honour, which on the whole makes 
women less likely to be searched. Naturally, this only becomes less likely if the woman in 
question appears to be pregnant (O’Rourke, 2009).      
 As outlined earlier terrorism is still seen as a masculine domain, the stereotypical view 
of a suicide bomber is not a twenty-something pregnant woman, as such they are less likely to 
be singled out for inspection. This could all just be due to the intensely patriarchal cultures in 
these areas, suggesting that any violent “occupation”11 is inherently male. Although some 
evidence could suggest otherwise, as the United States Department of Homeland Security’s 
profile of suicide bomber does not take gender into account assuming that the terrorist is 
always male (Reynolds, 2007). But is also the result to rational calculations made by the 
group, calculations that will be displayed further on.      
 This cultural or norm-based explanation for why female suicide terrorists are so 
effective, is verified further when we see that they usually take place after a significant 
amount of time after the first male suicide attack. This is likely due to two factors. Firstly, 
after the initial suicide attacks, most of the target states, will likely have implemented counter-
terrorist measures, which makes successful attacks made with typical methods i.e. male 
bombers far more difficult to pull off (O’Rourke, 2009). Secondly, the use of female suicide 
terrorists is often also a sign of attrition; a desperate last resort after all other options has been 
expended.          
 During the early days of the Sri-Lankan Civil War, the LTTE did not possess heavy 
conventional weapons needed to assault larger, more heavily protected targets, such as 
military installations, government buildings or the like. Assaulting these targets 
conventionally would require heavy weaponry such as artillery pieces, missiles, and fighter-
bombers, which the LTTE could neither afford nor secure. To compensate for this strategic 
disadvantage they resorted to asymmetrical warfare, creating a special wing named “the Black 
Tigers” (Gambetta, 2005). The Black Tigers carried out somewhere between 200-300 suicide 
attacks in the period when they were active. This is an average of 35 suicide bombings a year. 
Suicide bombings were an essential stratagem from the beginning of the 1990’s, and the 
LTTE pioneered several bomb making techniques12. All of the Black Tigers were recruited 
from the ranks of LTTE. As noted earlier on, Prabhakaran selected the Black Tigers and 
                                                 
11
 Only for lack of a better word, describing terrorism as an occupation is problematic at best. 
12
 As mentioned earlier on, they are largely credited for inventing the ”suicide belt”, the ”suicide bra” and 
generally just perfecting the various types of wearable explosive devices that are common among suicide 
bombers   
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although he was a proponent of equal participation in the war effort between the genders, it 
would seem that he not only favoured physically capable candidates, but also “attractive” or 
rather sympathetic candidates, as the Black Tigers held a special role in the LTTE’s self-
understanding and in their public relations campaign (Parashar, 2014).  
 There is obviously a consensus about the conventional reasons that make women 
deadlier when they carry out suicide mission. But some scholars have done further research 
and arrived to additional analysis that explain why terrorist groups choose to carry suicide 
bombing missions. The last part of this section will focus more on these further hypotheses 
but let us stress that these explanations are given in a more general context than just female 
suicide bombing within the LTTE.        
 The adoption of suicide bombing as a terrorist attack results from a large set of 
articulated motivations. Some of them respond to pure strategic reasoning, meaning that the 
personal motivations of the suicide bomber are left aside and only the rational reasoning is 
considered. By a rational actor we mean that the choices are taken by an objective balancing 
of the pros and the cons. If the advantages stemming from the decision are greater than the 
shortcomings then it will be adopted otherwise it will not. Besides, in this case, the actor does 
not take into account its individual situation in the calculation. Previously, we displayed the 
very obvious reasons that make women more successful than men. In this section we will 
expose what elements are taken into account when a group decide to use suicide bombing. 
Thus, the gender of the terrorist is also left aside to focus on the terrorist group rather than the 
individual on itself.           
 Horowitz (2010) enhanced the fact that adoption depends both on the organisational 
capacity of the group and its desire to adopt suicide bombing.                                                                                     
Indeed, he tackles the concept of suicide bombing as a military innovation. Military 
innovations are “changes in the character of warfare involving shifts in the way organisations 
plan for and conduct attacks” (Horowitz, 2010:39). The training that involves the practice of 
such an attack can be difficult to adopt for certain terrorist groups (Horowitz, 2015). Indeed, 
the “oldest” ones, as any social groups have developed some kind of routine; way of military 
training their recruits and way of choosing their recruits. Yet, even if suicide bombing shares 
common characteristics with other violent terrorist attacks, it is also very different as the 
attacker consciously gives its life away during the mission. Thus this new way of operating 
can encounter resistance. In the oldest terrorist groups, tacit and sometimes explicit 
bureaucracies emerged. A bureaucracy is very likely to strengthen the routine already 
established and not play in favour of new tendencies (Horowitz, 2010). This is one of the 
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reasons why, in some organisations, suicide bombing has not been adopted or is a very small 
part of the total amount of attacks. Thus, “the younger groups-those less set in their ways-are 
more likely to adopt suicide bombing” (Horowitz, 2015:16.10).   
 Asal and Rethemeyer  argue that it is not so much about the organisational size rather 
than the age of the group (Horowitz, 2015). Indeed, they believe in the human capital as one 
effective strategic factor when a group has decided to be as lethal as possible. Thus, the bigger 
the organisation is, the more likely it is to find actors able to lead a suicide mission and more 
generally speaking the more the organisation should be capable. Besides, for strategic 
reasons, small organisation would be dramatically reducing the size of the organisation to 
regularly send suicide bombers in mission (Horowitz, 2015). The small size of the 
organisation makes it deadlier as it does not have to maintain a large organisational structure. 
Thus they are more flexible and can easily adapt to the context of the attack (Horowitz, 2010).
 Suicide bombing can also be a strategic decision for the terrorist group when it comes 
to gaining followers. As the aim is to show to potential members that the organisation is the 
most efficient, it is logical that these organisations use suicide bombing in order to compete 
with their rivals. That is why some scholars argue that suicide bombing can also result from a 
process of “outbidding between groups” (Horowitz, 2015:16.9). In this case, suicide bombing 
missions are carried out for the traditional reasons but also in order to demonstrate what the 
group’s capabilities and how committed the group is to its cause.    
 The existence of the group is thus highly dependent on the public opinion. Kalyvas 
and Sànchez-Cuenca (2007) explain that some groups decide not to use suicide bombing 
because of their relationship with the public. Such a question is not a problem for terrorist 
groups that have absolutely no connection with the national or geographical audience nor 
those who are totally accepted by the public. However, for those who are known to the public 
but not receiving much support, suicide bombing is more questionable; they could be 
seriously affected by a “public backlash” (Horowitz, 2015:16.9). Yet, this approach fails at 
explaining the case of the LTTE; they occupy a “middle position” where their relationship 
with the public should have prevented them from using suicide bombing as a means of 
attacking their opponents. Nonetheless, they have largely adopted it. Indeed, that might not be 
the deadliest means of actions of the Tamil Tigers; it is definitely the one they are the most 
famous for. Suicide bombing is also a great means of publicity, generally relayed by the 
media all around the world, which is beneficial for the organisations in the competition to 
gain group followers.         
 Lastly, to fight the stereotype that suicide bombers are irrational actors, Azam (2005) 
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chose to “model suicide bombing as a type of intergenerational wealth transfer” (Horowitz, 
2015:16.6). In short, after a rational observation of the situation, the people who chose to 
become suicide bombers arrived to the conclusion that nothing can be more efficient than 
substituting their present to the future. In the Western World, as in most part of the rest of the 
world, protecting children is seen as the most rational action that could be accomplished. 
Considering this model, by becoming suicide bombers, these men and women make the 
strategic choice to sacrifice their lives hoping that it will help their children’s. 
Gender in Tamil Society & the LTTE  
Before understanding the role of women in the LTTE, we need to have a look at the gender 
distinction in the broader Sri Lankan society. Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious 
society. However, ethnicity in Sri Lanka is not directly connected to either religion or 
language (Ruwanpura, 2006). Muslims and Tamils might speak the same language as they 
both are Tamil-speaking communities, but the first belongs to Islam while Tamils practice 
Hinduism. Nevertheless, Buddhism is the main religion of the country and has played a great 
part in constituting what the Sri Lankan culture is nowadays. Some feminists consider Sri 
Lanka a ‘feminist paradise’ (Ruwanpura, 2006). Sri Lanka is the homeland of two relatively 
famous feminists, namely Kumari Jayawardena and Sunila Abeysekera, and is also the 
homeland of many important women’s organisations, such as the Women’s Liberation 
Movement of Sri Lanka, which fights for equal rights for female factory workers, and the 
Centre for Women’s Research, which publishes materials concerning women’s issues.  
 Yet, Buddhism has been construed for Sinhala nationalist purposes. Those purposes 
include the promotion of “patriarchal notions of the ideal woman and mother” (Ruwanpura, 
2006:5). Besides that, these past years Sri Lanka has been working on promoting an 
ethnically-based nationalist ideology, which includes a certain vision of womanhood. In Sri 
Lankan society, even if there are some possibilities for social mobility, the woman is still 
considered as the “vehicle for reproducing and socializing ethnic identities” (Ruwanpura, 
2006:5). Thus, even if Buddhism has opened opportunities to women, the patriarchal structure 
of the society keeps creating norms subordinating women to men. Besides, the patriarchal 
structure remains ubiquitous in Sri Lanka, and will impact future society. Thus “Women’s 
subordination remains a pervasive feature of the social structure” (Ruwanpura, 2006: 5). 
 The dissolution of the traditional family structure and the subversion of traditional 
gender roles and norms within Tamil society became more visible as the Civil War continued 
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and is still visible to these days. Areas in Northern and Eastern Sri Lanka that the LTTE once 
controlled were run by their own administration. There were checkpoints manned by LTTE 
cadres, entering Tamil controlled areas was virtually like entering a foreign country. Within 
these areas, the different administrative and justice systems the LTTE had imposed allowed 
women a greater degree of freedom from patriarchal control, crime, and harassment than the 
Sri Lankan norm (Parashar, 2014).  
According to Stack-O’Connor (2007), the LTTE was slower than the other Tamil 
militant groups in accepting women into combat positions. Tamil culture had no place for 
militant women, therefore their involvement in the organisation represented a drastic change 
in the expected behaviour of Tamil women, and a disruption in conventional gender 
constructions (Jordan & Denov, 2007). Initially these women were involved in propaganda 
work, medical care, information collection, fundraising and recruitment, but were soon given 
military training and participated in combat (Wang, 2011).  
Personal and social reasons   
Female cadres: challenging and using gender norms   
Within society and institutions women’s and men’s roles are prescribed. Ann (1993) states in 
her book about female fighters in the LTTE, that female participation in parliamentary politics 
and non-violent struggle are seen as acceptable behaviour within gender norms. Supportive 
roles within conflicts for women are accepted, whereas a women fighting in war is not 
accepted. Getting trained for fighting and killing, carrying weapons, participating in battles 
and facing death are activities we would not expect women to do. This is related to the fact 
that when we, in the Western world, talk about ‘suicide bombers’ or ‘terrorists’, there is a 
stereotype that suicide bombers are male and not female. This is what makes the female 
fighters in the LTTE interesting: the female combatants of the LTTE challenged the 
traditional ideas about war, peace and gender roles (Alison, 2004).     
 The assumption in many societies is that women are more peaceful, nurturing and 
non-violent, whereas men are viewed as being more aggressive and warlike than women. 
Bloom (2005) notes that, according to some international relation theories, women are more 
likely to choose peaceful mechanisms for conflict solutions than men. This suggests that 
women are more peaceful towards conflict and will be more predisposed to make 
compromises, to moderate and be tolerant. This supports the fact that women historically 
foremost were involved in supporting positions within conflict. Nevertheless, Bloom notes 
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that some women are taking roles contradict to these social norms and assumptions by taking 
a leading role and becoming suicide bombers.      
 Another interesting thing concerning gender roles is that very often, if women 
undertake these non-traditional gender roles, like the female fighters in the LTTE, they use 
existing conservative gender constructions and stereotypes to realize their objectives towards 
the enemy (Alison, 2004). The female suicide bombers used the local cultural expectations 
associated with the way the society expected them, to behave and dress. By dressing up in 
saris or dresses while wearing an explosive device, these women were not observed as 
potential suicide bombers by people around them. Dhanu did this as well by wearing a 
traditional Sari in popular colours.         
 The biggest concern of scholars of the Sri Lankan civil war has been the massive and 
unprecedented socio-cultural upheaval it caused.  Parashar’s research (2014) indicates that not 
only were women joining the militancy a major departure from the traditions and norms, 
which relegated women to the private sphere, but that the demobilisation and rehabilitation of 
these women in post-war Sri Lanka was to be a big challenge. Whenever there was a lull in 
the fighting, at various times during the war young cadres got distracted, left the LTTE and 
got married. A lot of marriage-related problems arose during peace time. According to 
Parashar it was not just the women, but also the men who suffered from the disillusion of 
traditional gender roles, with traditional masculinity having been threatened by women 
becoming more assertive, men had a hard time accepting women in militant roles; they 
became scared of women, as one of Parashar’s interviewee suggested (Parashar, 2014): 
 
“Males are sort of under siege and society is not clear how to deal with this new situation. 
Hysteria as a means for manifesting social suppression, earlier associated with women, is 
now found among men. So in a way I think it is a reflection of change in the gender balance” 
(Parashar 2014:123) 
 
While the civil war and the armed militancy lead to significant changes in the Tamil cultural 
and gender norms, the militant movement itself relied on puritanical views of women and 
sexuality. Sexual relations between unmarried male and female cadres were forbidden, and 
women were treated as objects for the male construction of honour. This was contrasted with 
the harsh punishment for rape and the fact that all interactions between men and women were 
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encouraged to be along asexual lines. Men were always addressed using familial terms like 
“anna”, “thambi” or “amman”13 etc. This practice was part of the larger doctrine meant to 
discourage sexual relations between the male and female cadres, according to most sources 
the success of this doctrine was limited. Apart from the controlled sexuality and relative 
gender equality, the so-called “motherhood narrative” took a central place in LTTE ethos. 
This narrative is perhaps best exemplified in the Norwegian documentary “My Daughter is a 
Terrorist” 14 . In this movie, mothers are depicted celebrating the lives of their martyred 
children. In one particular scene we see the mother of a dead female cadre telling her husband 
to stop crying. These were attempts by the LTTE to make mothers more prominent in their 
non-militant activism, similar to how Palestinian women participated. It is generally held that 
the image of the “proud Tamil mother” was a deliberate attempt at providing counterpoint that 
was meant to distract from the many mothers who were distressed by their children being 
forcefully conscripted (Parashar, 2014). 
Push and pull factors  
As noted before, women participated in the LTTE’s military force since the mid-1980s. 
However, the Tamil women that were willing to participate within the LTTE were motivated 
by different pull and push factors. According to Alison (2003), the pull factor of the LTTE 
recruitment of women was the need for fighters because of the loss of many male fighters, 
rather than the emancipation of women. Demographics appear to have influenced the 
decision. At that time, the LTTE may have been running short of men.  Indeed the number of 
male fighters able to join the LTTE decreased significantly during the early 1980s (Wang, 
2011), due to reasons like emigration, arrest, and death. She states that the push factors that 
actuated women to join the LTTE military force were different among them. In addition, 
some of these push factors were shared with male LTTE fighters, whereas others were 
gender-specific. In general, there is no empirical evidence that women that decide to become 
suicide bombers suffer from either mental illness or intense isolation like conventional 
suicides (O’Rourke, 2009). 49% of the women that committed conventional suicide do not 
participate to any social organisations and often have no friends, whereas female suicide 
bombers are often actively participating in their society (O’Rourke, 2009). That means that 
they do not kill themselves out of despair, but for other social or personal reasons. This is also 
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 Meaning “elder brother”, “younger brother” and “maternal uncle” respectively. 
14
 Which was made with the cooperation of the LTTE 
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true when it comes to the Black Tigers. It seems that there is little evidence that these Black 
Tigers had psychological or mental disorders.  
 O’Rourke (2009) claims that generally speaking, the main difference between female 
and male attackers is that women are more personally, and less politically motivated than 
men. Bose however, points out that most of the LTTE men and women were motivated by 
“nationalist fervour” (Alison, 2003). Especially young Tamil women and men were alienated 
from the state and therefore a major push factor was to fight for an independent Tamil 
homeland. Alison (2003) herself interviewed LTTE women, and observed as well that many 
women participating in the LTTE joined the organisation motivated by ideas of freedom for 
the Tamil nation, land and rights for the Tamils and self-determination.   
 According to rational choice theory there is nothing irrational in giving up one’s life 
in a suicide attack when the person has several goals, he or she fulfills by carrying out the 
attack (Berman & Laitin, 2005). The theory states that it is more likely that a person will 
decide to become a suicide terrorist, if he or she will fulfil certain conditions with the attack 
like the certainty that the attack will be rewarded in the hereafter, or that the life or status of 
the family will be enhanced by the attack. Research shows that the Black Tigers were often 
driven by rational choice by the individual (Gunawardena, 2006). A significant part of the 
LTTE suicide bombers were Hindus and therefore believed in reincarnation. This means that 
their life did not end after the suicide attack. As noted before, the suicide bombers were 
honoured after their death and the family enjoyed a higher status. Moreover, for members of 
the LTTE, altruism played a large role. The suicide bombers believed in a social benefit of a 
successful attack; a step further to a homeland for Tamils. In short, there were several 
conditions that made a suicide attack for LTTE members a rational choice.   
 The bounded rational choice theory developed by Simon in ‘Model of Man: Social 
and Rational’ (1957)  can also help to understand why Tamil women chose to become 
suicide bombers. Not as optimistic as the scholars that support the rational choice theory, such 
as Olson, Becker or Axelrod, he proposes a theory where the actors make a rational choice 
indeed, but only within the set of possibilities addressed to them (Simon, 1957). In other 
words, the actors who do not have unlimited access to the information, will never be able to 
examine all the options and will probably miss the best option possible. This is where he 
splits from the rational choice theory. The actors will still search to maximize their 
satisfaction and they will choose the first option that seems right. Let us apply Simon’s theory 
to the Tamil Tigresses. The reasons for the efficiency of suicide bombing have been explained 
in the “strategic reasons” section of the project. When those women decide to become human 
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bombs, whatever their reason is, they realize a rational choice, indeed, but a limited choice as 
they, perhaps, could have found a better solution. From a rational perspective, a better option 
does not mean a more peaceful solution but a more efficient one; one that could improve the 
chances of reaching the final goal: independence. Besides, as the innovations in terms of 
technology and weapons keep occurring, it would not be surprising to see new forms of 
terrorist attacks emerging that would replace suicide bombing as the most rational choice. The 
point here is to show that suicide bombing is not an end in itself, but a bounded rational 
choice made by women that, for now, who do not have better options. This practice evolves 
within a social scheme, it means that it appeared, it evolved and it is very likely to fade away 
and at some point become replaced.  
 There are more specific and personal push factors playing a role. One of these factors 
is the shared perception of suffering, oppression and injustice (Alison, 2003). Alison argues 
that the constant exposure to oppression, that the young Tamil women experienced, had a 
profound effect on the lives and thinking of these women. For example, the government had 
carried out a plan of “standardisation” (Alison, 2003), which effectively discriminated against 
the Tamils. This had the consequence that Tamils were barred from higher education and this 
disenfranchised many Tamils. This shared sense of “homelessness” among the Tamils was so 
ubiquitous it became an essential part of the LTTE ethos. The Tigers provided a haven for the 
weary Tamils, who had suffered personal tragedies relating both to ethnic and caste tensions 
Although the Tigers provided a respite from the norms and rituals of Sri Lankan society, it 
enforced they enforced norms of their own, as mentioned earlier. Many of these were not just 
Tamil cultural norms, but were unique to the organisation; created and upheld specifically to 
increase the effectiveness of the fighters. An example of one such a ritual was the practice of 
separation between the Black Tigers, wo had been chosen to go on a suicide mission, from the 
rest of the LTTE troops (Parashar, 2014).       
 Moreover, Alison claims that the LTTE combatants often came from families that had 
personal experiences linked to the war, like the anger caused by the loss of a loved one, which 
motivated women to join the fight. This personal suffering could be a motivation for both men 
and women to join the movement. Alison (2003) notes that 8 of the 14 women she 
interviewed said their main reason for joining was because of anger over the suffering in their 
communities. For example, they suffered from the bombings on public spaces and churches 
conducted by the government without any proper reason. A female combatant described that 
she had seen people being dragged out of busses and killed or thrown into fires. Moreover, 
she had seen children who had lost their parents and parents that had lost their children. 
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Because of this, she had the feeling she had to do something to stop this and therefore she 
enlisted the LTTE (Alison, 2003).         
More social factors like peer pressure and the social conditions influenced both men 
and women to become a suicide bomber as well. Group solidarity can play an important role 
in the identity of a woman and have an influence on the choice to become a suicide bomber 
for an organisation (O’Rouke, 2009). Gunawardena (2006) points out that that the supportive 
environment within the society was one of the major motivations of volunteers to decide to be 
willing to give up their lives as a suicide bomber of the Black Tigers. “Being willing to die-to-
kill was part of the ethos of the LTTE; self-sacrifice was rather a norm than an exceptional 
act” (Gunawardena 2006:82). The highest goal was to die for the common cause (Reuter, 
2004). Losing a family member as a suicide bomber gave family honour. Self-sacrifice for 
women was even seen as an extension of motherhood. Because Tamil society was strongly 
patriarchal and this was already visible within the family e.g. the mother would let her sons 
eat dinner before her daughters. Gunawardena (2006) notes that becoming a suicide bomber is 
therefore accepted and understood if a women will not become a mother. This is in line with 
the fact that most of the female Black Tigers were not married.                
 The fact that LTTE women were influenced by group solidarity and therefore willing 
to give up their lives is in line with Durkheim’s theory about the social causes of suicide. 
According to Durkheim suicide rates depend on social integration and social regulation 
(Johnson, 1965). A social group is bound with a certain degree by shared norms, values and 
beliefs. Within the social group is interaction and the members can have common goals. If a 
social group meets these characteristics, the level of integration is high according to 
Durkheim, he called this altruism. The LTTE possessed these characteristics and therefore, 
there was a high level of integration within the organisation. According to Durkheim’s theory, 
societies which have a high level of integration have a higher level of suicide. He states that 
altruistic societies have many suicides because they emphasize self-sacrifice. In other words, 
altruistic societies have norms that can push individuals towards suicide; individuals see it as 
a duty for the common cause to kill themselves (Johnson, 1965).  
 Besides the factors that could have motivated both men and women to participate 
some personal factors are gender-specific. One of these gender specific motivations was 
sexual violence against women by the IPKF and the Sri Lankan military, because of the 
oppositional strategies of social mobilisation of the LTTE (Alison, 2003). During the IPKF-
period many Tamil women were raped. The anger and the fear for this sexual violence was 
one of the reasons why some women decided to join the LTTE movement. They were 
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motivated to liberate Tamil women from the fear of- but also from the cruel sexual violence 
itself.             
According to O’Rourke (2009) appeals for equal participation plays a role for women 
to become suicide bombers. Alison (2003) confirms this by pointing out that a reason for 
women joining the LTTE movement was because of women’s emancipation and thereby 
increasing their life opportunities by breaking taboos. These women believed that there would 
not be equality for women without an independent homeland for the Tamils. In addition, 
female combatants experienced societal expectations about female behavior, e.g. that girls 
should not go alone, which they wanted to break.     
  
Comparison with the Palestinian female suicide bombers 
 This project focuses on the female suicide bombers who operate within the Sri Lankan 
terrorist group: the LTTE. However females are used, or they volunteer, for suicide missions 
in many other communities of developing or very poor countries. The act of suicide bombing 
always occurs within a specific societal framework, which makes of this terrorist attack a 
specific social act. In other words, looking at the social features these people have to deal 
with, we can attempt to understand why they decided to use this specific kind of attack and 
not another one.          
 Another question that has to be tackled is the fact that, if this phenomenon happens in 
a special societal structure, it also means it is utterly unique. Thus, media, government or 
ordinary people use the same word to refer to what seems to be the “same” terrorist act but 
referring to different communities. This is due to the limit of language and the limit of 
English as the international academic language (Barbier, 2011). Indeed, because people speak 
different languages, they need one common language. The English has been chosen as the 
“academic language” (Barbier, 2011:8). This “academic English” is different from the 
commonly speaking English. By using this same language, scholars all over the world, are 
able to discuss the same topics but, by doing so, they also lose some of the initial words’ 
meaning. The point of the previous lines is that, even if these terrorist attacks are referred to 
by the same word, they are different concepts as they occur in different societies. That is why 
we think, they are worth the comparison. Indeed, after studying the Sri Lankan case and the 
Palestinian one, we found a lot of common features. Sometimes, working on a feature from a 
different point of view can help the analysis and it has been the case here.     
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The ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict began in the mid-20
th
 century. Yet the struggle takes 
its roots in the late 19
th
 and early 20
th
 centuries when nationalist movements grew up among 
the Jewish and the Arab communities. The tensions increased dramatically due to the repeated 
collisions of these two nationalisms in the 20
th
 and eventually led to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict in 1947. Later on, the struggle has formed the core part of the wider Arab-Israeli 
conflict. In early May, the Palestinian forces collapse and on the 14th, last day of the British 
mandate, the Israeli state was created as “the Jewish state on the Israeli land” (Gourion, 
1948). The Israeli state took control of 81% of the 1947 Palestinian territory and Jerusalem 
was divided, the old city being under the Palestinian authority. Obviously, the war resulted in 
important demographic changes. Between November, 1947 and July, 1949, approximately 
720 000 Arabs from Palestine fled or were expulsed from the territories that then formed the 
Israeli state during the following 20 years (United Nations, 1951).   
 Palestinian women started to join alongside men in secret political activities. At this 
time, their roles were “limited to secretarial duties and the recruitment of more female 
members” (Ebel, 2012:9). If not involved in secret political parties, they were toward 
charitable organisations; another form of resistance.  
 Let us stress that Palestinian women got involved relatively early in the political fight, 
a consequence of the combination of a particular social structure and the British power they 
were living under. In the early 20
th
 century, Palestinians were mainly divided into two groups; 
rural peasants or urban elites. The particular social configuration played a great role in the 
establishment of Palestinian women’s political involvement. Indeed, the peasants were the 
first to experience Zionism: “A movement for (originally) the re-establishment and (now) the 
development and protection of a Jewish nation in what is now Israel. It was established as 
a political organisation in 1897 under Theodor Herzl, and was later led by Chaim Weizmann” 
(Oxford Dictionary, 2015). But the Palestinian agrarian women also “enjoyed a less rigid 
social structure” (Ebel, 2012:7). Bringing these two elements together, resulted in what 
historians observed; these peasant women had recourse to violence to defend their villages 
already defying the British and smuggling weapons. The female urban elite followed a 
different political path-the urban society limited their mobility. Nevertheless, their strong 
national feeling led them to form charitable organisations, collecting funds for the revolt, hold 
demonstrations, etc. In 1921 the Palestine Women’s Union, the first official women’s 
organisation that fought against British rule and Zionist expansion, was created by some of 
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them (Ebel, 2012). Later on, the GUPW
15
 was created in 1965 in order to include women in 
the liberation of the homeland. The aim is to include women within the PLO
16
 framework, “as 
well as to improve their social, cultural, vocational and living standards in general, and above 
all to achieve equality in all areas of social and economic life” (Sharoni, 1995:70). Thus, 
through this direct connection with the PLO, some women joined the resistance fighters, 
being military trained in Gaza, on the West Bank and even in refugee camps in some other 
Middle Eastern countries (Ebel, 2012).        
 On the 9
th
 of December of 1987, an Israeli Defense Forces’ truck collided with a 
Palestinian civil car, killing four Palestinians. Shortly after, a protest movement arose based 
on unarmed resistance and civil disobedience-general strikes, boycotts of Israeli Civil 
Administration institutions, refusal to pay taxes, widespread throwing of stones and Molotov 
cocktails, etc. During the first year of the Intifada, 311 Palestinians were killed by Israeli 
security forces, among those 311 Palestinians, 53 were under the age of 17. The uprising 
petered out in 1991 with Madrid Conference, which led to the Oslo Accords in 1993 between 
Israel and PLO.         
 During this uprising, women were “highly active in the mobilization” (Ebel, 2012:12). 
From all social classes and all generations, they participated by throwing stones, preventing 
arrests and their actions sometimes reached the point of extreme violence. This massive 
mobilization shook up the boundaries of women’s social status. “Arguably, women were seen 
just as equally important as men” (Ebel, 2012:13). Nevertheless, these changes have to be put 
into perspective: women who were active in committees were always related to male 
members of the larger political organisations ruling their committees- wives, sisters or 
daughters.        
Most of the scholars agree on dating the outset of the Second Intifada on the day Ariel 
Sharon, prime minister of Israel at that time, made a visit to the Temple Mount in late 
September, 2000. Indeed, the 28
th
 of September marks the beginning of a period of intense 
violence between Israeli and Palestinians. In both camps, a high number of civilians and 
combatants lost their lives. However, the date of the end of the conflict has not been decided 
by consensus-mainly considered as 2003 or 2004.       
 In the article “My body is a barrel of gunpowder: Palestinian women’s suicide 
bombing in the Second Intifada”, Ebel calls for a “historical continuum” explanation.  In other 
                                                 
15
 General Union of Palestinian Women 
16
 Palestine Liberation Organisation 
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words, the early involvement of Palestinian women in the national fight, their active role in 
the first Intifada and the conformity of their organisations with the national cause naturally led 
to the situation where some women among the next generation of Palestinian female willingly 
decided to become suicide bombers. Nevertheless, these three reasons are obviously not 
enough as an explanation of the new phenomenon of female suicide bombers. Trying to 
understand why some Palestinian women decide to kill themselves, killing other persons 
requires a deeper analysis. The next paragraph displays different explanations to this 
phenomenon. These are different approaches to examining the phenomenon. Each of these 
approaches will lose most of their value if it is not articulated with the others. In other words, 
none of them are valid if out of the explanatory framework formed by the three approaches. 
The use of “the smart bomb of the poor” (Ebel, 2012:20), i.e. suicide bombing rose during the 
first phase of the Second Intifada, since this one, compared to the first one, used weapons. 
There are, of course strategic reasons to use women for suicide bombing. First, as the spiritual 
leader of Hamas, Ahmed Yassin, stated it in 2004, they represent “the reserve army” (Ebel, 
2012:21). Besides, they are a more efficient weapon in the fight against the Israeli as they 
“provide an element of surprise”, “an easier way to pass through Israeli checkpoints” and as 
they also “arise less suspicion” and that for traditional reasons. Israeli soldiers are not very 
keen on searching those women-a body search could create scandal (Ebel, 2012:21).  
But a strategic explanation of female suicide bombing does not provide explanations 
on why some of them show a strong determination to” die in order to instill life” (Ebel, 
2012:25). Most of the scholars agree on the fact that vengeance is the main motivation to 
decide these women to take action. According to Ebel’s report of 2012, almost 100%17 of the 
female suicide bombers, be they successful or unsuccessful, lived a political trauma due to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. These women belong to the generation that was not old enough to 
properly fight when the First Intifada erupted and most of them saw friends or relatives dying 
before their eyes. In her article, Ebel pinpoints the fact that the first Palestinian female suicide 
bomber, Wafa Idris, was twelve years old when the First Intifada started and she saw 
childhood friends being injured or killed. But according to the columnist Marie Oliver, a 
gender approach has to be tackled to give further information on these women’s motivations. 
This approach induces two kinds of explanations.      
The first is that, most of these women have a “heavy” personal baggage, meaning that 
they were either divorced or unable to have children or unmarried but not virgins anymore; all 
                                                 
17
 12 out of 14 
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these kind of situations that do not fit into Palestinian social norms. Thus, in order to remove 
the “stain” on their family’s honour, which resulted from their personal actions, they decided 
to become female martyrs. Here, suicide is redemption. Cast out from society for not 
respecting the social norms, they cannot fit in society and thus they choose to, at least, die in 
an honourable way. Somehow, this approach can lead to the following statement: these 
women, that deemed their case desperate did not want their family’s case to be as hopeless as 
theirs and thus sacrifice themselves, helping the national fight in the meantime.  
 A gender approach of Palestinian female suicide bombing also entails that this 
repeated act as it happened at least a dozen of times since the First Intifada, should have led to 
more social equality. But it is apparently not the case; no structural changes in gender 
relations occurred. Even when they are politically engaged, it is always under a man’s 
supervision. Besides, if it is true that they are worshiped for their act and just as much as the 
male suicide bombers, it  is not in the same way and it is in a way that strengthens the gender 
hierarchy i.e. in a very traditional way; for their femininity, for example their beauty and 
purity. Yet by accomplishing such an act, they sweep away the gender boundary, showing 
that a woman is as capable as a man when it comes to killing (Ebel, 2012). This shows how 
strong the influence of the social norms is on Palestinian society; even such an act, repeated 
by more than 10 women, did not success in impacting the Palestinian social or gender norms 
order. However, one question now comes to our mind; why them? Indeed, if the gender 
approach shows some relevance in this question, it still does not fully explain why some 
women choose to blow themselves up while some others, facing the same social issues, do 
not.            
 Indeed, such an approach is not valid anymore when it is exposed to statistics or some 
interviews of unsuccessful female suicide bombers that are now in Israeli prisons. Most of 
them did stain their family by any sort of forbidden actions. However, they all had been 
touched at some point of their life by the horrors of the conflict with Israelis which created a 
strong motivation for the national cause. Tired of “dying while they are still alive”, they 
choose to make of their body a gun powder that burns the enemy (Ebel, 2012). 
In terms of strategic reasons, they are not tremendous differences between these two 
communities. Suicide bombing was chosen by the group for its efficiency in terms of 
casualties, impact on the minds and media exposure.       
 Some analyses of the Palestinian female suicide bombing claim, that the Tamil Tigers 
are often motivated by personal experiences that created anger against the Sri Lankan or 
Indian government; 8 women out of 14 joined LTTE because of the casualties their 
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community experienced (Alison, 2003). Others argue that it is always joined by a strong 
national feeling. Just like for the Palestinian case, some scholars argue that this national 
feeling also relays on the will of gender equality. For some Tamil women, equality between 
men and women requires the freedom of homeland (Alison, 2003).    
 In Palestine, women have been involved in political activities for a long time, even if 
it has always been supportive roles and under the supervision of a man. This is why some 
scholars think that the involvement of Palestinian women in suicide bombing missions came 
“naturally”. In Tamil society, it is still ubiquitous that women should be at home, while men’s 
possibilities are “limitless” (Gowrinathan, 2012:43). Thus, when a Tamil woman gets 
involved in a suicide mission, it is partly because of her own motivation, just like a 
Palestinian woman. The difference is that, this motivation has been highly created by their 
environment, i.e. the peer pressure. It is also the case with the Palestine female suicide 
bombers, indeed, all of them were mandated by a male relative, but still, it is even stronger in 
Tamil society (Gunawardena, 2006) 
Conclusion 
The main goal of this project was to examine the roles of women within the LTTE and to 
focus on the push and pull factors that motivated women to participate. Based on this project 
we can make several conclusions concerning the strategic use of female suicide bombers and 
the personal and social reasons for them to give up their life as a suicide bomber.   
 First of all, the LTTE’s relative lack of strength, when compared to the Sri Lankan 
military lead to them adopting unconventional tactics, like suicide bombing. The leadership of 
the LTTE were quick to recognize the advantages of fighting asymmetrically and using 
people and methods that were outside of the cultural and military norms. This manifested 
itself in the LTTE using female suicide bombers who could more easily subvert Sri Lankan 
counter-measures. The LTTE was also outnumbered by a considerable margin and it was 
therefore not in a position to turn down potential recruits.     
 Secondly, women were personally motivated by different reasons to join the LTTE. 
However, most of the LTTE women, like most of the LTTE men were motivated by 
“nationalist fervour”. And according to rational choice theory, it was not irrational for women 
to become suicide bombers, mostly because they believed that by carrying out a suicide attack 
they would achieve a social benefit, namely a step further to a Tamil homeland. Simon (1957) 
points out, that these women’s ability to make rational choices was limited by the amount of 
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information they had access to. Therefore, becoming a suicide bomber may not have been the 
best option to achieve their goals, but it seemed to be the most rational option for them. Many 
women were also motivated to join the LTTE by anger caused by the personal suffering, 
oppression, rape and injustice they had experienced. In addition, some women were also 
influenced by feminist thoughts about equal participation and women’s emancipation. In 
short, while most women were motivated by nationalistic thoughts about a Tamil homeland, 
many other personal reasons played a role as well.      
 Thirdly, the Tamil minority had been marginalized by the Sinhalese majority for quite 
a while, leading to the radicalization and eventual militarization of parts of the Tamil 
population. Narratives centering on self-sacrifice and martyrdom became a central part of the 
LTTE’s ethos, as such it can be argued that the female suicide bombers existed in an 
environment that encouraged suicide bombings. The LTTE also provided a respite from Sri 
Lankan social norms, like the intense patriarchal traditions or the oppressive caste system. It 
can be argued, in accordance with Durkheim’s theory on group solidarity, that these women 
both felt a push from an environment that encouraged self-sacrifice and a willingness to 
sacrifice themselves for the greater good.         
 Dhanu is the most famous female suicide bomber of the LTTE and partly because of 
this; she is a perfect example of the female Tamil suicide bombers. Moreover, within the case 
of Dhanu several of the three reasons mentioned above are found or are speculated about. For 
example, the strategic reasons that played a role are that she was a woman and that she used 
social norms and conventions to make her attack, she or her mother had seemingly suffered a 
personal tragedy at the hands of Indian peacekeeping forces and she was part of an extremely 
militarized environment that encouraged this type of behaviour.    
 Female Palestinian suicide bombers, like Black Tigresses are fighting for their 
homeland. This shared characteristic makes their internal logic very similar on many points. 
Approaching female suicide bombing in Palestine gives us a different perspective on the 
concept of female suicide bombing. We are aware that the fact that they are different 
organisations entails limits in the comparison; however this does not mean that they cannot be 
compared at all. Based on our research, we came to the conclusion that because of historical 
and social reasons, women in Palestine have been involved in the national fight before Tamil 
women. Thus, they are relatively more independent while Tamil women’s roles are still 
largely dictated by group dynamics. About their reasons to join the cause, because motivated 
by a quite similar aim, they also are relatively similar to the Palestinian women’s. 
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Discussion  
As mentioned earlier on, it would have been a complement to the project, if we would have 
interviewed Tamil women about their personal motivations and social influences that pushed 
and/or pulled them to join the LTTE. Nevertheless, the use of secondary data consisting 
interviews with Tamil women about their personal motivations makes this project stronger. 
Moreover, while we found much information about the suicide attack carried out by Dhanu, 
very few sources dealt exclusively with her personal motivations.  However, many 
speculations were made about her motives, which give an indication of why she became a 
‘Black Tigress’.           
 The role of women within the LTTE and their motivations to join the organisation is 
examined within this paper. However, future research could focus on the question whether the 
role of women in the Sri Lankan society has changed due to the LTTE. In the personal 
reasons section of the project, it is mentioned that some of the women were motivated by 
feminist appeals and that some of them believed that by joining the LTTE it could lead to 
progress in the emancipation of women. By concentrating on whether the positions of the Sri 
Lankan women have changed due to the LTTE future research could examine if the LTTE 
brought gender progress or regress.         
 A lot of research and news articles are revolve around women being victims of 
terrorism. However, as in other studies, our study underlines that women also participate in 
terrorist organisations and take roles that are often associated as masculine identities. 
Therefore, it is important that future research focuses on the roles of women in terrorist 
organisations other than the LTTE. Some scholars like Ebel, already examined the role of 
female Palestine suicide terrorists. However, it would be interesting to focus on the role of 
female terrorists within other and perhaps smaller terrorist organisations, regardless of 
whether they are suicide terrorists. In addition, it would be fascinating to analyse whether the 
role of women within terrorist organisations has changed over time, like we observed within 
the LTTE. 
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